This paper describes a protocol by which to conduct a "close reading" critique of financial reporting on a corporate website. The proposed protocol helps identify the rhetorical and metaphorical features of websites and draws attention to their potential to influence social cognition. The paper complements and extends the "close reading" example provided by Amernic (1998) and is influenced by the approach to deconstruction outlined by Martin (1990) . Application of the protocol is demonstrated through a "close reading" of aspects of the financial reporting on the Microsoft Corporation website. The "close reading" reveals some of the benefits that are likely to emerge from arousing a greater consciousness of the subtle and persuasory nature of the hyper-tools used to effect Internet-based financial reporting.
crucial, inter-related characteristics that are necessary for it to be regarded as a "dominant discourse": these are [privileged] access and social cognition influence, both described below.
Privileged access to a discourse and communication genre (such as a financial reporting site on the World Wide Web) contributes to the power and dominance of those controlling access to such reporting. Herein lies a relevant common misconception. The (alleged) liberating, democratic qualities of the World Wide Web, which are said to arise from the accessibility of websites and global inter-connectivity, are illusory: access to control of the content of corporate websites is usually limited to company managements. 3 The potential dominating influence of websites in terms of social cognition is very important also. We need to be alert to the potential of the World Wide Web to be a dominant discourse through its capacity to fashion s ocial cognition or " [s] ocially -shared representations of societal arrangements, groups and relations, as well as mental operations such as interpretation, thinking and arguing, inferencing and learning" (van Dijk 1993, 257) .
Both access and social cognition influence work together to affect the power and domination of groups and their control over discourse. The important implication is that webbased financial reporting can be conceived in terms of "discourse control". It has potential to be a form of "social action" control over the minds of people and to be engaged manifestly in the "management of social representations" (van Dijk 1993, 287) . This social cognition aspect of web-based corporate financial reporting is explored in the "close reading" we conduct.
Accounting and Reporting via the Internet
Corporate annual reports (and more broadly accounting) have been viewed by some writers as sites of constructed and contested, discourse. For example, Tinker characterizes accounting as "a member of a battery of belief-forming institutions…" (1985, 82) , Amernic argues that "financial reporting, even in the presence of GAAP, largely accedes to top management's attempt to define the language by means of its which self-accounts are to be written" (1992, 28) . More recently, Preston, Wright and Young's emphasis on "the significance of…visual images…in…annual 3 Indeed, access may also be a feature differentiating internal corporate power struggles as well (Lemke 1999) . Van Dijk (1993, 256) notes that "…only … top managers [have access] to the boardroom…[whose] participants may have more or less control over the variable properties of the (course of) discourse and its conditions and consequences, such as their planning, setting, the presence of other participants, modes of participation, overall organization, turn-taking, agenda, topics or style."
reports" (1996, 113) , especially their analysis of alternative "ways of seeing" such images,
resonates well with the focus of the present paper. Drawing upon Baudrillard, they proffer four ways of seeing images in annual reports. Such images were regarded as ways of: (i) reflecting a basic reality; (ii) masking and perverting a basic reality; (iii) masking the absence of a basic reality; and (iv) constituting rather than merely representing reality (1996, 134) . The fourth and way of seeing proffered by Preston, Wright and Young is closely allied to our perspective in the present paper, which seems especially appropriate for Internet-based annual reports. This is so since financial reporting via the Internet is embedded in a (new) technology and medium which is much more visual than hard-copy textual annual reports and which -as Postman ascribes to new technology in general --"changes everything" (Postman, 1993, 18) . Such financial reporting via the Internet cannot be the same as via hard-copy for a variety of reasons. The rich media experience of the Internet, combined with the real-time and everywhere-at-once pr esence of Internet reporting, unavoidably alters the metaphoric landscape and thus the perceived corporate reality, since metaphors "can have the ability to define reality" (Lakoff and Johnson, 1980, p. 157) . Corporations now have a telepresence (Lombard and Ditton, 1997) , and the evanescence and interlinking of the web seemingly (but perhaps not "really") replaces the permanence and hierarchy of tradition (see also Amernic (1998) and Amernic and Craig (2000) ). Further, the Internet contributes significantly "towards fast, distance-bridging media of communications and large, monopoly-scale developments around them" (Menzies, 1996, p. 22, drawing upon Innis) , so that both preparers and users of financial reporting "see the world with a certain perceptual, soc ial, and cognitive emphasis… (Angus, 1998, p. 26 ) that differs markedly from the pre-Internet era.
The Microsoft Text
Microsoft Corporation's web-based annual financial reporting information for 1999 is the principal "text" for our "close reading" 4 . It was chosen because the information it contains has been crafted specifically for presentation in a web-based environment; because Microsoft is a profoundly influential force in web-based technology 5 ; and because of the opportunity afforded to supplement and extend Amernic's (1998) analysis of Microsoft's web-based financial reporting. We reflect upon some of the material that a person seeking annual financial reporting information about Microsoft might reasonably be expected to encounter when accessing Microsoft's website.
Our entrance portal is Microsoft's main webpage (http://www.microsoft.com). But that is a portal to a bewildering array of information presented in a way (consistent with the World Wide Web itself) "that contains multiple lines of association; that is organised not only linearly, but laterally; that follows, not a single hierarchical outline, but a labyrinth of continually returning, criss-crossing pathways" (Burbules 1997, 3) . We follow hyperlinks to the page designated "Investor Relations" (http://www.microsoft.com/msft) and thence to the page headed "1999 Annual Report" (http://www.microsoft.com/msft/ar.htm).
Section II of this paper discusses the background principles on which our proposed protocol is based. Section III outlines the protocol and Section IV applies it in a "close reading" of Microsoft's web-based financial reporting. Conclusions are drawn in Section V.
II. PROTOCOL DEVELOPMENT
The perspective of "close reading" is a useful means of fathoming what Internet reporting entails in terms of hypertextuality, rhetoricity and perception-fashioning. The perspective helps make the persuasive language of the Internet explicit. It helps to expose Internet language as a biased communication medium that is "ethically and politically, as well as perceptually and cognitively, laden" (Angus 1998, 22) . An important task in exposing communication bias is to identify the existence and effects of rhetoric. 6 This is important because the Internet, behind its wholesome façade of electronic evanescence, has powerful, but implicit, persuasory and ideological properties. These deserve to be acknowledged more keenly for the "subtle, hypermedia, seductive, hypertextual way" in which they influence users and fashion their perceptions (Amernic, 1998) , and for the fact that Internet business reporting is accessible virtually everywhere at once.
Rhetorical and Persuasory Properties of Internet Disclosures
Web-based financial reporting is newly emergent and idiosyncratic. (Landow 1996) , with linearity and sequence no longer its principal values (Gibson 1996) . The intrinsic nature of the communication to have emerged "…has come to resemble advertising: transparent without depth, immediate and forgettable, simplified and consensual" (Letiche 1995, 109 (Stabile 2000, 191) , and are thereby pawns to be manipulated within a "consumerist ideology". Companies can take advantage of these inherent properties of the Internet to change the way that readers interact with virtually all corporate information, including financial reporting information. 7 Indeed, the very conception of audiences for Internet financial reporting seems problematic, since the corporation may, in the Internet reporting era, have potential to pursue subtle strategic disclosure policies differentiating more powerful audiences from the less-powerful (Oliver, 1991; see also Neu, Warsame, and Pedwell, 1998) , and also audiences with incompatible and perhaps antagonistic interests. Second, the use of hypertext creates a whole new language for communication. For many readers of webpages, dealing with hyperlinks has become second nature. But these same readers are often blissfully unaware of the rhetorical properties and the "immense paradigm [the Internet
and hypertextuality] drags along with it" (Gibson 1996, 8) Third, the multimedia technology used on webpages is more engaging and attractive than the technology in more traditional communications media. Its use is prone to increase the believability of data and the faith readers place in the factuality of information provided. Fourth, Internet technology seduces readers through the phenomenon of telepresence. Metonymically, whereas the website in some sense becomes the whole organisation in the minds of the users, it is not really a part of a company, but an "evanescent, digital, electronic shimmer that is in a very real sense hyper-real" (Amernic and Craig 1999, 441) . Consequently, a danger of telepresence is that viewers of webpages will base actions on the hyper-reality of companies' websites "without realising that they are mere abstractions, metaphors and metonymies" (Amernic and Craig 1999, 442) . Furthermore, telepresence increases the persuasiveness of the rhetoric employed.
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Finally, hyperlinks and hypertext contribute falsely to the façade of active learning --a phenomenon that masks the rhetorical nature of the Internet. The positioning of hyperlinks and the content of the hypertext are considered carefully by we b page designers. The website is constructed with a view to exercising permanent control over the navigation habits of users by directing them through pre-chosen pathways. This form of rhetoric uses aspects of cognitive mapping to optimise the order in which users are exposed to company information.
III. A PROTOCOL FOR "CLOSE READING" OF WEBSITE CYBERTEXT
We propose that a "close reading" of website disclosures might proceed using any or all of the four activities summarised briefly below:
Identify metaphor
Although metaphors can increase comprehension by mapping an unknown term or domain onto a known term or domain, such "cognitive mapping" can also be manipulated. It is important to critically assess how a metaphor is used by a company in its website disclosures to create an underlying narrative; and how this, in turn, could influence users' perceptions and affect their decisions in respect of that company. Indeed, it seems incumbent on us to make such assessments, for, consistent with Postman's (1996) contention that metaphor "is an organ of perception" (p. 174), it would be naïve to ignore such influences and the social and ideological character of technology and its metaphors.
Examine order and hypertextuality
The general intent is to assess the likely effects of website presentation and disclosure on the privileging or marginalising of information in readers' minds. This requires analysis of order and hypertextuality.
By order, we mean the order in which an Internet site, and the information within it, is exposed to users. In analysing website financial reporting, an important issue is whether the 9 But there might be an increasingly important feedback effect between corporate websites and the (allegedly) "real" corporation. Lemke (1999, 21) presents theory to buttress his observation about a setting he studied: "… a particular, novel discourse medium, the organization's website, seems to be playing a catalytic role in on-going processes of institutional change". Thus, telepresence might become presence, in ways that we now only dimly perceive.
section containing the financial reporting is marginalised in terms of the overall website. 10 One should also assess critically the intention and hidden agendas likely to be motivating the positioning and content of hyperlinks. Specific characteristics examined could include the positioning on the web page of the menu list (left, right, corner etc), the order of items within a menu, the persuasive properties of defaulted "drop down" menus, ambiguous titles of items within a menu, the use of hyperlinks in disrupting sequential information processing, and the overall navigation technique (e.g., ambiguous direction versus a clear-cut path).
Dismantle Dichotomies
A "dichotomy" needing to be dismantled exists where mutually exclusive opposites are revealed to be linked inextricably. It is particularly important to identify any dichotomy that "is so central
to a text's unstated, fundamental assumptions [that its analysis] can serve as fulcrum point for prying open deeply embedded alternative interpretations of the text" (Martin 1990, 342-3) . Amernic (1998) demonstrated an example of this in relation to a conglomerate corporation which marginalised the fact that tobacco-related sales provided a major contribution to corporate profits. The company masked the "ugly reality" by constructing a dichotomy of abstract "share portfolio culture" language to represent itself as merely an efficient body seeking to optimise its shareholders' returns.
In similar vein, a "close reading" should be directed to expose false distinctions. In particular, an integral part of a "close reading" of an Internet website should be exposure of the false dichotomy between "author" and "reader": that is, to expose the false sense of control webpage authors seemingly vest in readers. This is more easily done if it is acknowledged that the hypertextual nature of the Internet itself embodies the dichotomy of "control" versus "no control". So, despite readers feeling indulged and in control of the process of "active" learning through being able to access a website, ultimate control of a website lies with the author of the site. This is especially so if hyperlinks are unidirectional and established by management authors. The process of vesting false control in a user allows a website author to subtly influence a user's perception and interpretation of information displayed on an Internet site.
Identify Significant Rhetorical Devices
Website readers need to be alert to the existence of a range of rhetorical devices and to the impacts of such devices in fashioning perception. One (of many) rhetorical devices, antanagoge, is given prominence here for illustrative purposes. Antanagoge is the balancing of an unfavourable aspect with a favourable one. It is, to invoke contemporary idiom, the act of "putting a positive spin on something that is acknowledged to be negative or difficult" ("Silva Rhetoricae" http://humanities.byu.edu/rhetoric/silva.htm). An example is the saying "when life gives you lemons, make lemonade".
To help in identifying rhetorical devices (such as antanogoge) in webpage disclosures, it is proposed that one should examine silences. Text [including cybertext] can only be understood better by researching the "blank spaces of the text, the spaces between the lines, the margins, the spaces between words" (Orr 1989 , in Rajnath 1989 
IV. "CLOSE READING" OF MICROSOFT'S WEBSI TE FINANCIAL REPORTING
The "rich" range of technological tools used by Microsoft clearly illustrates the generational differences between Internet-based financial reporting and traditional forms of hard copy paper-11 Stabile (2000, 200) the Internet as the major medium for its corporate reporting. We apply the framework introduced in Section III to reveal how metaphorical and ideological constraints within the website have the ability to influence the way that Microsoft's reporting is interpreted. The following account of our "close reading" does not purport to be an exhaustive critique. Its focus is on the hyperlink pathway in Microsoft's website which leads accessors to the accounting reports. Our intent is to provide examples of the variety of insights one can obtain through using a protocol encompassing a "close reading".
Identify Metaphor
The non-sequentiality and rhetorical use of multimedia, metaphor and hyperlinks are all strikingly apparent on the opening page of Microsoft's presentation of its annual report. We access this from the page designated "1999 Annual Report"
(http://www.microsoft.com/msft/ar.htm) by clicking on the hyperlink "Start". This takes us to a moving graphical hyperlink with strong visual impact and important, if unobtrusive, metaphorical properties too (http://www.microsoft.com/msft/ar99/any_tpd.htm).
12 For example, through the use of moving images, multi-media inserts, access to sensitivity analysis tools etc. Of course, Microsoft is not alone in its realization of the "bias" of communication that the Internet proffers (Innis, [1951 (Innis, [ ]/1995 . For example, Canadian telecommunications giant BCE's website (www.bce.ca) includes a "Living Annual Report", which "presents our 1999 Annual Report in a dynamic, Web-user version which includes animation, audio, video and links to additional information" and for which "[l]inks will be added to access new information throughout the year."
The inscription (in "Bill's" handwriting?) "any time, any place, any device" (itself a hyperlink) attempts to make a connection between Microsoft and the lives of readers of the annual report.
This is metaphor --it attributes to Microsoft an eternal omnipresence by implying that the company will exist exogenously of time or place, and that it will be able to satisfy any requirements, at any time and in any place. By its use, Microsoft indulges in crude self-eulogy: it seeks to portray itself as some sort of universal, perhaps almost Divine and charitable being.
Furthermore, the photo of Bill Gates and the accompanying "Bill's Letter" might be construed as a type of skilfully crafted metaphor, known as metonymy, which possesses subtle conditioning effects. The metonymical import is that "Bill Gates (good guy) IS Microsoft". The perception-fashioning intent is to condition readers to accept the probability that such a clean-cut wholesome guy could only have sound, reliable, trustworthy financial information to report. shaping of users' views of the company: it is an attempt to influence readers' social cognition. 13 We are invited to believe that Micros oft, by virtue of the dispersion of its products across the globe, is an inevitable, ambient part of life: that Microsoft is all-powerful and all-conquering, with the capacity to solve problems whenever and wherever they arise. In short, the metaphoric 13 Indeed, any time, any place, any device appears to be Microsoft jingoism --a guiding mantra for the company and all those presumed to be 'empowered' by Microsoft products. It is used frequently throughout the website (e.g. in the earnings release dated June 18, accessible at http://www.microsoft.com/MSFT/earnings/earnq400/earnq400.htm A word search of "any place, any time, any device" reveals 15 "hits" on the Microsoft website.) imputation is that Microsoft is a community-spirited corporation blessed by invincibility: a corporation in which one can have faith and confidence.
The impact of the metaphor is enhanced by the "power of association" created by its presentation in what is seemingly Bill Gates' own handwriting; and by its mapping next to a smiling photo of Bill Gates, the man who has "achieved the unachievable". Gates 
"Microsoft is built around you -making your world a better place"
(http://www.microsoft.com/msft/ar99/lts2.htm) 14 Of course, "good 'ol Bill" is far from any "average guy". He is reported widely to be the world's richest person, with a personal wealth of about $US 60 billion. He is not as benign and cuddly as Microsoft's website would lead one to believe. In an interview in August 2000, Bill was described as in "private rage", as "pugnacious" and as dis playing "a side of his personality which is usually kept under wraps: the mad-as-hell-mogul". (Romei 2000b, 35 This claim is hyperbole --it is a practical impossibility for Microsoft to connect everywhere (not just between digital networks). "Everywhere" can be interpreted to include both material and non-material worlds. On a material level, Microsoft (no matter how powerful it is) cannot connect an infinite number of combinations of places in the Earthly world. The concept of Microsoft being able to make "connection" within and between the areas of thought, reason, space, time or human emotion, is also wild exaggeration. Of course, the word "heart" is metaphorical too -an anatomical metaphor used to persuade readers to a view that a charitable, omnipresent organization (Microsoft) can help them to an allegedly desirable aggrandized selfimage -that they too can be at the very centre of importance. When interpreting the metaphors Microsoft invokes, it is important to be aware that they constitute part of the prelude to the (allegedly) "hard [number-based accounting] data" soon to be reported in the annual report and tha t hence they will shape users' views on the corporate information contained therein.
Examine Order and Hypertextuality
The placement (or ordering) of the hyperlink under "any time, any place, any device" at the beginning of the annual report is pertinent. In a sense, it could be construed as one of the initial components of the cognitive map used by Microsoft to prime users' responses to the accounting information that follows. The text called up by clicking on this hyperlink contains a moving montage of photographs. Although this is contained within the annual report, it is seemingly of little consequence to the substance of the accounting information. But such "irrelevance" makes it even more important to analyse the effects of its presence. Several mat ters are pertinent.
First, it might be regarded as a distraction to the sequentiality of the users' ingestion of the report; that is, it is a rhetorical tool with a social cognition purpose: to persuade users towards a contrived perception of Microsoft. Second, the content of the visual metaphors entailed merits closer examination. Readers are confronted with a rotating montage of photos of seemingly diverse individuals (but apparently either contented customers or stakeholders) -and all with a common bond to Microsoft's technology. The photos re-enforce social sex-role stereotypes, such as suited men in the office, women with children in household settings, and men playing golf.
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They perhaps reflect the taboos that continue to exist concerning the "political" status in society of men, women and children and the perceived roles of each. Despite the implied claims of the universal reach of Microsoft, all eight photos appear to be of North Americans, principally white males, and with token Afro-Americans. There are seven males depicted and four females. Three of the four females (and none of the men) are depicted in the home.
The "safe", conventional images that Microsoft has selected can be construed as visual metaphors that deliberately attempt to make reade rs feel secure with the company. This is achieved indirectly by re-enforcing these somewhat "comfortable" images in the minds of readers. They are used to promote a feeling of security and, in turn, an affinity with Microsoft's "all-American" values. However, examination of what is not amongst these images (i.e. the silences) helps reveal Microsoft's ideology. By denying the existence of other points of view, Microsoft reveals its resistance to any disruption of existing (or perceived) power relationships. 16 Microsoft is not the only website of a large corporation to be revealed by the technique of "close reading" as indulging in such gauche gender-based stereotypes. IBM's website was revealed by Amernic and Craig (2000) to be afflicted similarly.
A key tool for putting Microsoft forward in a positive light is the president's letter. As is common practice, this is positioned near the beginning of the annual report. But what is unusual, however, is the informal title: "Bill's Letter". The role of this letter and Bill's smiling photo and hand written metaphor (discussed earlier) should not be ignored for their capacity to personalise Microsoft (through Gates) as a threat-free friend -as a "buddy". Readers could be forgiven for being comforted by them; for having been conditioned to have increased confidence in the accuracy and reliability of the financial information that is to follow on the website. So, even before encountering the main body of the accounting reports, readers are bombarded with a "good news" overture --a "positive spin" on Microsoft, invoking the persuasory properties of the Internet (namely, hypertext, multimedia and visual metaphor).
Dismantle Dichotomy
Consider the following cybertext statement appearing in Bill's Letter … "The PC -plus Era -you're free to work, live and play better"
(http://www.microsoft.com/msft/ar99/lts6.htm)
This Microsoft-as-liberator metaphor implies that Microsoft will make readers "free". The metaphor perpetuates the false dichotomy that computers create freedom rather than some sort of bondage. This dichotomy should be exposed and dismantled. Thus, a dismantling might point out that computers have created a "dependence" for society that previous ly did not exist. Hence, because society's structures are inescapably dependent on information technology, individuals are now unable to choose the level of their interaction with technology. In a sense, everyone is now bound to the rules of the computer age. They are enslaved rather than liberated.
Furthermore, the false dichotomy is also apparent through Microsoft's silence with respect to its specific monopoly over technology. While this metaphor suggests that Microsoft can help users be freer, it fails to acknowledge that users are dependent on Microsoft products to achieve this (apparent) freedom.
Identify Significant Rhetorical Devices

More Dichotomy, Silences and Voids
When one hyperlinks to "Corporate Information" (http://www.microsoft.com/msft/ar99/lts6.htm) and its "Fast Facts" section (http://www.microsoft.com/presspass/fastfacts.asp), there is a purported "overview" of Microsoft. Analysis of the information in this section is revealing.
First, the dichotomy of fact/fiction needs to be exposed. That is, the heading ("Microsoft Fast
Facts") implies that the information is "fact" (a concept associated with a somehow objectivelyverifiable "truth"). However, through identifying the silences and the treatment of taboos, one could mount strong argument that this section uses "facts" to present a fictional view of the company.
For any adept "close reader" it is difficult for the true mandates of Microsoft to remain contained within its rhetorical disguise. For example, one would expect that financial data would play an important part in a company's overview of its performance. The "fast facts" section, however, marginalises financial information by focusing on highly aggregated total revenue and revenue growth figures along with highly aggregated total income and income growth figures 17 .
These figures show dramatic improvements in performance since Microsoft's inception, both in absolute and relative terms. Perhaps this reflects the taboo associated with disclosing cost information, disaggregated data and any data which are both not a favourable reflection on the company's management and revealed as a financial variable which is "going up"?
Even more important is the silence (within the pathway that one would follow in seeking financial information about Microsoft) concerning the implications of the anti-trust case to the revenue, income and viability of Microsoft as a going concern. At the bottom of the "Investor
Relations" page ( http://www.microsoft.com/msft/) there are 14 separate hyperlinks to other pages providing information on the anti-trust trial. But in none of these links is any forecasted financial information provided. This omission is clearly inappropriate considering the profound impact that the ruling for "breaking up" Microsoft would have on shareholders' wealth.
Antanagoge
The primary entry page to the website contains a biased communication of the anti-trust lawsuit -a bias carried through to the annual financial reports. The various displays of news items about the anti-trust case seem deliberately to engage in activity akin to antanagoge (defined earlier).
These "bad" news items are displayed amongst several "good" news items, in classic antanagoge 17 The focus on revenue figures here and in other parts of the website is very questionable. It does little to satisfy the completeness characteristic which accounting conceptual framework projects throughout the world would argue financial reports should have. In the 'historical section', for example, the user is only able to view the provided time series graph in terms of revenue, not costs. And too, there has been some questioning of Microsoft's "earnings management" practices and especially about the efficacy of its accounting for "unearned revenues". Wall Street Journal, July 18, 1997, Section B.
fashion, to make the item appear more favourable. This is evident, for example, in the wording of the headline:
"Microsoft Plans to Appeal Ruling in Anti-trust Case"
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(http://www.microsoft.com/presspass/trial/apr00/040300.asp)
The words embody images of the "all-powerful Microsoft" being in control and merely "choosing" to lodge an appeal against a ruling in the "case" (lawsuit). This wording makes Microsoft appear to be the instigator of proceedings when, in fact, it was compelled to react in this way to help preserve its ultra-profitable monopoly. Not only does the headline fail to portray For instance, consider the effect of the tool that allows users to calculate the current value of an investment in Microsoft's initial public offering on March 13, 1986. Due to the increase in stock price over the period (ie, from $21 to $68) accompanied by the eight stock splits, the analysis yields dubious results. That is, one share purchased in the IPO is now worth $9,792, which converts to a total return since the IPO of 46,529%. This sort of analysis exists for the feel good effect rather than for meaningful interpretation. Furthermore, an analysis tool is not offered for shareholders who purchased shares in the secondary market. One could posit that this has been omitted deliberately to avoid reminding users of the negative returns likely to have been suffered due to the recent plummet in share price. Indeed, website readers would be unlikely to discover that Microsoft was reputedly the worst performing stock in the Dow Jones Industrial Average in the first five months of 2000: its closing price of $US 61.43 on 26 May 2000 was 49% below its closing price on 30 December, 1999 (Romei 2000a, 44) .
V. CONCLUSIONS
The "close reading" of Microsoft's web-based financial reporting, based on the protocol we have advanced, has demonstrated the idiosyncrasies of an Internet reporting environment and the manner in which it can be exploited through rhetoric and metaphor to (at least partially) fashion perception subliminally and influence social cognition. "Close reading" of Internet-based reporting disclosures has profound implications for corporate disclosure regulation and accounting. A strong case can be made that readers should exercise care to ensure Internet-based corporate reporting proceeds in a way which does not undermine the essential "objectivity" of financial accountability mechanisms. Future research ought to be directed to analysing the influence of Internet-based reporting of accounting information on users' decision-making and the welfare of all corporate stakeholders.
The production of knowledge and values within which website financial reporting is fashioned deserves airing. It is not the apparent surface meaning of such accountability communication which should capture our primary interest. As Stabile (2000, 200) argues "it might be more useful and politically effective for us to concentrate our attention on making visible those practices and realities that are routinely kept out of sight" --such as the more or less subtle and hidden rhetoric of website corporate financial reporting. We need to be ever-vigilant to the implications arising from the broader mutation (or "morphing") of Internet-based financial reporting. It is an important medium for social discourse, for fashioning perception, for
propagandising and for becoming part of the apparatus of manufacturing "consent" or "approbation" of corporate activity via cyberspace and virtual reality. For, as Harvey (1990, 233) so succinctly put it, "considerable power goes to those who command the techniques of representation".
